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The fourteen thousand foot peaks of the southern Sangre de Cristo Mountains in Colorado were almost entirely 
snow-free by mid-May this year. The Rio Grande and Arkansas River basins, fed in part from these mountains, are 
extremely dry as of June 1st. Since the beginning of the water year on October 1st, both basins have received 
precipitation that is far below average and have been subject to above average temperatures. These conditions have 
resulted in snowpack peaks near half of normal and the disappearance of the seasonal snowpack as much as a month 
early in some locations. Streamflows reflect these conditions and are very low across these basins and the rest of 
southern Colorado. 
 
Photo By:  Lexi Landers Date:  May 15, 2018  
 
 
REMINDER: We are soliciting field work photos from the field again this year. Each month we will pick one to grace the 
cover of this report! Please include information on where, when and of who/what the photo was taken. 
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Colorado Statewide Water Supply Conditions 
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Current Peak Date: Apr 10
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Colorado Statewide Time Series Snowpack Summary
Based on Provisional SNOTEL data as of Jun 01, 2018

 
Going into June, ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΩǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ 
have continued. Water year precipitation in southern Colorado basins is between 45-58 percent of average 
compared to the range of 80-93 percent in the northern basins. There are very few April-July streamflow 
forecasts across all of the Gunnison, Rio Grande, and combined San Miguel Dolores, Animas, and San Juan 
basins for above 50 percent of average streamflow and many are forecast to have the potential for record low 
flows. Conversely, while still below normal, the Colorado, North Platte, South Platte, and combined Yampa 
and White basins were all at least able to obtain a snowpack above 80 percent of normal at times this winter. 
Streamflow forecasts in these basins reflect the better snowpack, but still none are calling for above average 
volumes. The Arkansas basin ended up in the middle of the extremes across the state but has stark differences 
between the extremely dry southern sub-basins and its headwaters, which received notably more 
precipitation. Reservoir storage across the state had remained above average in all major basins until the last 
couple of months when significant drawdowns were observed in the Rio Grande and the combined basins of 
southwest Colorado. These losses have accounted for 25 percent of ŜŀŎƘ ōŀǎƛƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ average storage 
for this time of year. There was also a notable loss of storage in the Gunnison basin leaving it as the only other 
basin currently holding below average reservoir storage, with all other basins holding 114-127 percent of 
average. Water restrictions are already in place in many parts of the state, information on these can be found 
by zip code at http://www.coh2o.co/ .  

http://www.coh2o.co/


Snowpack 

 
{ƴƻǿƳŜƭǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΩǎ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ accelerated rapidly during May as a result of the predominantly warm 

and dry weather conditions that were widespread during the month. As of June 1st, there are only a handful of 

SNOTEL sites that are still reporting the presence of snow, when typically more than a quarter of the sites 

scattered across the state become snow-free after June 1st. SNOTEL stations with a lingering snowpack are 

located at high elevation locations in the Colorado, South Platte, North Platte, and Yampa-White River basins. 

There is no snow remaining at any SNOTEL sites in southern Colorado, and many locations in the southern 

basins have been snow-free since the first week of May. Given the short-range weather forecast, many of the 

remaining sites in northern Colorado will most likely be snow-free by the end of the week. Even sites that 

reached close to normal snowpack peaks this year have melted out earlier than normal, some more than two 

weeks early. Overall, the North Platte River basin had the best snowpack this winter and achieved a snowpack 

peak slightly above normal. The South Platte, Colorado, and Yampa-White River basins also fared decently this 

winter compared to the southern half of the state, with snowpack peaks at 91, 88, and 87 percent of normal 

respectively. The remaining river basins all peaked with less than 60 percent of normal accumulations. 

Statewide, Colorado has not experienced a winter and spring this prohibitive to growing and maintaining a 

robust snowpack since 2012, but for the Rio Grande, and combined San Miguel, Dolores, Animas, and San Juan 

River basins, 2018 has only been slightly better than 2002, the worst winter on record for SNOTEL data 

collection. 



Precipitation 

 
May was the second driest month for statewide monthly precipitation since the start of the water year on 

October 1st, behind only December in terms of percent of normal accumulations. While conditions remain 

parched in southern Colorado, dry weather patterns influenced the northern mountains as well this month. 

Monthly precipitation in every major watershed was much below normal, with the highest monthly 

accumulations reaching only 72 percent of average for the South Platte River basin. Only the Colorado and 

combined San Miguel, Dolores, Animas, and San Juan river basins were also above half of normal May 

precipitation at 54 and 56 percent of average respectively. The remaining river basins received below 50 

percent of normal monthly accumulations with the Gunnison River basin receiving the most meager 

precipitation during May. SNOTEL sites averaged only 0.7 inches of precipitation across the Gunnison River 

basin, which is only 34 percent of average. The lack of May precipitation has led to a drop in the water year-to-

date precipitation levels in every major river basin. The South Platte continues to have the highest moisture 

levels for the water year, at 93 percent of average, while the Colorado and combined Yampa, White, and 

North Platte basins are both at 83 percent of average. The southern river basins are all faring much worse for 

the water year, ranging from only 45 percent of average accumulations for the combined San Miguel, Dolores, 

Animas, and San Juan River basins to 58 percent of normal water year precipitation for the Gunnison River 

basin. This is not a good position to be in as we enter a series of summer months that typically provide the 

lowest statewide precipitation accumulations during the water year. 



Reservoir Storage 
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While statewide Colorado is still holding above average reservoir storage, at 106 percent of normal, there 

were dramatic declines across much of southern and western Colorado over the last month. The Upper Rio 

Grande basin experienced a drop of 25 percent of average from 115 percent a month ago down to 90 percent 

where it currently lies. This decline was followed closely by the Gunnison and combined San Miguel, Dolores, 

Animas, and San Juan basins which lost 14 and 16 percent of average leaving them at 92 and 75 percent of 

average, respectively. For the southwest basins this also follows a 9 percent drop from the month before as 

well. These basins, which are now holding below average reservoir storage, are also the ones with the lowest 

streamflow forecasts in the state. The Arkansas River basin experienced a 10 percent drop but still holds 127 

percent of average storage, the highest in the state. There were also declines observed in the combined 

Yampa, White, and North Platte river basins leaving that region holding 115 percent of average storage. The 

Colorado River basin retained similar storage levels to last month and is holding 117 percent of average and 

the South Platte was the only basin in the state to increase storage last month, leaving it with 114 percent of 

its normal storage values. While reservoir storage was above average in all major Colorado basins through 

most of the water year, we are starting to see the effects of the minimal snowpack in southern Colorado with 

low natural streamflows and resulting declines in reservoir storage. Water resources in those areas will surely 

be watched and managed closely for the foreseeable future.  

  



Streamflow 

  

Now halfway through the April-July streamflow forecast period it has been an interesting start to the 
snowmelt runoff season. Thin snowpacks and above normal temperatures across much of western and 
southern Colorado have led many basins to melt out quickly resulting in much earlier and lower than normal 
streamflow peaks. These peaks are unlikely to be topped without substantial and sustained precipitation in 
the near future, which is not forecasted. With meager winter snowpack and a mostly dry May, most rivers 
across southern Colorado are forecast to produce less than 30 percent of normal volumes over the next two 
months. Alternatively, rivers originating in the northern Front Range and supplying water to the South Platte 
and the Colorado River headwaters have been flowing with closer to normal rates and timing. While there are 
still no forecast points in the state calling for above average flows these areas still retain the closest to normal 
seasonal volumetric forecasts. Interestingly, even in portions of the state that had a close to normal snowpack 
it appears as though much of the streamflow has been arriving earlier than normal, likely resulting from warm 
temperatures. This has resulted in the forecasts for the June-July period being disproportionally lower than for 
the whole April-July (or April-September) period. As has been the case with snowpack all winter long the take 
home story for Colorado water supply this summer is the dramatic differences across the state. Much of 
southern Colorado has the potential for record low streamflows while rivers with origins in the northern 
mountains are generally (but not uniformly) forecast for much closer to normal streamflow volumes.  

 










































































